Laboratory medicine in the United Kingdom: 1948-1998 and beyond.
The National Health Service in the United Kingdom was created in 1948, effectively becoming the main provider of healthcare and funded by the government from taxation. By the late 1970's, and despite many achievements, it was seen to be approaching a financial crisis. Radical reforms were introduced in the early 1990's bringing in general management, a split between purchaser and provider, and competition. Whilst there has been a change of government more recently several of these initiatives have been retained, with the exception of competition (the internal market) which has been abandoned. There is now a much greater focus on the quality of care with increased clinical and financial accountability. Laboratory medicine (generally termed pathology in the United Kingdom) has evolved to meet the demands of more patients, reducing turnaround times, a greater repertoire of investigations and a continuing improvement in productivity. There is an increasing focus on improved dialogue between the laboratory and the clinician covering interpretation of results, audit of services and outcomes, research and development and continuous education in the pursuit of a high quality service. The major challenges for the future focus on alternative modes of delivery, on issues relating to staffing and on quality of service, in the face of an ever increasing demand.